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Gamaders Maid
Derek Gullino

G

adamer's maid was large. She
kneaded bread with her large hands, rolling it, pulling it into braids,
plumping it into flour-crusted loaves. She would carry Gadamer's
grandchildren from the entry to the playroom, resting their heads
on the taut lumps of her biceps. Her hair was like an animal's.
In it one could smell the rose hips that she took with her to the
bath, and what a sturdy bath it must have been to have supported
such a woman, virtually iron with thick-ankled legs.
The house was hers.
Gadamer, in his study, was just a small man among books.
This maid had a rusted bicycle that she steered to town on
Thursdays. Gadamer had found it rusting at a garage sale and had
walked it home to her, for the maid was made to carry the groceries
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for such a great distance. Once she had the bicycle, she balanced
herself on the seat and leaned into the air like a pilot. The metzger's
meat was fresh and it would be wrapped in swatches of broadcloth.
She piled everything-bags of fruit, canned goods, startched linen,
kitty litter, everything-onto the seat and pushed the bicycle back
through the streets of Heidelberg, back to Gadamer and the tick
ticks of his typewriter.
There were pomegranates then too, that later, in Brussels, would
be hard to come by. Gadamer had become quite fond of the fruit
during an early lecture tour in the Singhalese schools of Burma.
He pried off the seeds in bunches of three or four and picked at
them with his fingers. He would examine the fruit on the high
terrace of his house, then wave the cracked pomegranate at the
maid, and she would join him. Every afternoon it was the same,
the maid standing, waiting for Gadamer's invitation.
Socrates was a German.
Gadamer's maid used dialectics to twist her bread.
She sang lieder.
She knew Schumann's granddaughter, poor cuckold.
Years passed without interruption. Christmases with canned
hams and apples, and a month of Good Fridays slipped
away.
The trouble began when an impetuous student called from the
States. Al Lingis had referred him. Levinas had given away the
telephone number. At Penn State they sit in bars and talk Gadamer,
Gadamer.
"Is Gadamer home?'' the student asked.
He was making the international connection from a telephone
outside the bar.
The maid grabbed a towel on the way to the bathroom and
wrapped Gadamer in a terrycloth robe. But the caller had been
disconnected.
"It was from the United States;' she said.
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Gadamer nodded, his face all wet and red. There was nothing
he could say. Telephone calls from the United States were rare and
the connections often poor.
This same student finally came to the door. He said, "I've come
to interview Gadamer:'
How could Gadamer have known? How could Gadamer have
been ready?
"It's just an interview;' the student said. "I have a recorder and
some tape." He had been running, it appeared. His eyes were tight
and his hair hung like sweaty dreadlocks on the long stretch of
his neck.
Gadamer and the student sat on the terrace.
German afternoons are lovely.
The furniture was Etruscan.
"You are an awful man;' Gadamer finally said when the day was
done and the crows had come to pick at the pomegranates. "These
questions have been discussed for too long. Where is your heart?
Everything you say, even the truth, will come out like a lie;'
"I've travelled so far, Gadamer;' the student said.
Gadamer's knees were shot and even the bulky cane he carried
with him could not support him anymore. When he walked, his
body twisted away from the direction he was headed in. Indeed,
he needed his maid to hold him and to guide him. He stood at
the side of the table, supporting himself, and talked into the
student's face. "I am still a man, and you are not so strong;' Gadamer
said, whipping his cane across the student's head and pushing him
off the terrace into the pond of goldfish.
That was Gadamer's last afternoon in Heidelberg.
By the time the student came to, Gadamer's maid had packed
their bags and they were on the train to Brussels.
They buy a villa.
Gadamer has begun to annotate. The maid can hear it going on,
like a small fire in the house, wherever she chooses to stand.
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"When shall we visit America?" the maid asks.
"Never;' Gadamer says.
Gadamer's maid laughs, holding the sides of her apron like a
sheet.
Lengths of damask are sold in town, wrapped tightly around
themselves-flower prints, burgundy pistils, bulbed orange stamens,
forest green, pine green, royal blue-and piled like commodities
on the tables. Gadamer's maid pulls the material through her
machine, pumping the foot pedal and bunching and pulling until
there is a dress. She wants to find a husband among these men
of Brussels, a man with thick arms and tattoos all over them.
In January, Hannah Arendt comes to stay, the old Jew descending
like Mary Poppins. Her suitcases are wooden and she wants a
bedroom of her own. She arrives sometime past midnight, dragging
her cases along with her through the dark, for the cabby has run
back off through the streets of Brussels, leaving the visitor to greet
the colossal maid alone.
"Hannah!" the maid says and holds out her hands.
"It has been some time, no?" Hannah Arendt says.
"You should have written;' the maid says.
"How is Gadamer?" Hannah Arendt says.
"He is an old man;' the maid says. "He wants to spend his time
annotating, but he really doesn't have the strength:'
"This is why I have come;' says Hannah Arendt.
The light from the porch makes Arendt's hair look lighter than
the pictures you have seen of her on the flyleafs of her books, almost
white, and the skin on her hands is as thin as onion flesh.
0, that Hannah Arendt!
There is nothing but clothes in her cases, not even a pencil in
her purse. Her handbag is filled with tubes of lipstick and those
peppermints she has learned to suck on after eating and during
conversation. She ties candy wrappers into bows and leaves them
hidden in the crannies of your couch or under your Holbein, Lotto,
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or Salor Turkmen Oriental rug. Arendt's recklessness, her disregard
for the tidy and kempt, keeps her one step ahead of Gadamer's
maid. She is the cosmetic queen. If she had not aged so indelicately,
Lancome would have pasted her face in every Nordstroms in
America. But she has given it all up-books, ontology, typesetting,
ink.
Yes, she fills up the house with her fancy odors. But Gadamer
sees and smells nothing. Gadamer is going blind and the tight vent
of his trachea is closing in like a tin heat duct at the close
of winter.
"Did you happen to bring any fruit?" Gadamer asks.
He has the hard red pomegranates in mind, but he also misses
cherries and the fleshy apricots.
"Fruit? No. Customs and all that," Hannah says.
She is busy folding away his pages of typescript, slipping them
into her purse while Gadamer looks off the terrace.
"Then a peppermint maybe;' Gadamer says. His lips are thick
and wild.
Hannah is cool. "Nope:'
You must know that Gadamer's maid is made jealous by
all this for it is clear to the maid that Hannah keeps her
hair well frosted, spends dollars on her Greenwich Village
coiffures, whereas the maid's hair is straight and German.
The maid has left everything in Heidelberg, her red bicycle
and house!
"Oh it is all a story;' Hannah says. "Heidegger never loved
me in the curtain folds of the lecture hall." She lifts her
purse with the stolen chapters toward her, tightening the
clasp.
Gadamer is looking out over the trees. He can see monkeys
hanging in the branches and troops bivouacking in the
distance.
He will never walk again.
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The next morning, before Gadamer has finished his bath, the
maid departs for New York.
"Tell Gado I'll miss him;' the maid says to Hannah Arendt.
New York is well lit, and the maid is introduced to many men.
She is driven from street to street. She dances. She takes up
smoking.
She is forty-three and no dummy.
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